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Abstract 
The extant literature suggests that community participation is an important ingredient for the 
successful delivery of post-disaster housing reconstruction projects. Even though policy-makers, 
international funding bodies and non-governmental organisations broadly appreciate the value of 
community participation, post-disaster reconstruction practices systematically fail to follow, or 
align with, existing policy statements. Research into past experiences has led many authors to 
argue that post-disaster reconstruction is the least successful physically visible arena of 
international cooperation. Why is the principle of community participation not evident in the 
veracity of reconstructions already carried out on the ground? This paper discusses and develops 
the concepts of, and challenges to, community participation and the subsequent negative and 
positive effects on post-disaster reconstruction projects outcomes. 
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1. Introduction 
Effective participation of all stakeholders, with an emphasis on meeting the needs of recipient 
stakeholders, is an important criterion for delivering successful post-disaster reconstruction 
projects. Professionally-informed stakeholders are able to participate effectively in all stages of 
post-disaster reconstruction and this is particularly true in situations where post-disaster 
reconstruction projects are implemented by governmental organisations (GOs) with no effective, 
or current, post-disaster strategies, international humanitarian non-governmental organisations 
(INGO) that have no absolute knowledge of the local culture in which they will operate, or private 
sub-contractors without specific knowledge about the process of post-disaster reconstruction. 
Sporadic attempts have been made by national and international humanitarian organisations and 
government bodies to restructure their practices in such a way as to enable community 
participation, however, these attempts are often made as a matter of diplomacy, i.e., deemed to be 
in the best public interest, and are driven by the inherent cultures of the sponsor organisations. 
This paper which forms part of a larger ongoing research study discusses and develops the 
concepts and challenges for community participation and their subsequent negative and positive 
effects on post-disaster reconstruction projects outcomes. The paper discusses four main aspects 
of community participation: importance of community participation, community empowerment, 
neglect of the needs of community and problems associated with community participation. It will 
then outline three major challenges for more effective community participation. 
2. Community participation 
2.1 The Importance of community participation 
While people affected by a disaster are the first to engage with the emergency, they are often 
perceived as victims of the disaster rather than as the critical driving force behind reconstruction 
(Jha et al. 2010). Local communities and the survivors of a disaster play a crucial role in post-
disaster reconstruction and their participation ultimately determines project success (United 
Nations Office of the Disaster Relief Co-ordinator (UNDRO) 1982; Lawther 2009; Lyons 2009; 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and International 
Community of the Red Cross (ICRC) 1994).  
Post-disaster reconstruction is a complex and highly demanding process that involves a number of 
different and well coordinated courses of action, therefore, it is vitally important that these 
complex activities are well planned, subject to thorough consultation and undertaken after 
effective collaboration with the widest range of members of the affected communities. Since such 
members have the most knowledge about their own communities and building requirements, 
together often with a good technical knowledge of appropriate building techniques and materials, 
it is critical to involve them when conducting community needs assessments and when planning 
reconstruction projects. Communities must also be encouraged and supported to execute their own 
projects using their own unique reconstruction techniques (Pomeroy et al. 2006; Jha et al. 2010; 
Gaillard and Texier 2010; Kaklauskas,Amaratunga and Haigh 2009; Geis 2000; Ganapati and 
Ganapati 2009)  
Communities also play a vital role during the immediate post-disaster emergency and 
humanitarian relief phases of projects, and also in the ensuing medium recovery and long-term 
reconstruction. A study of community participation in the immediate aftermath of the Indian 
Ocean tsunami in 2004 revealed the significant role that the Indonesian community of Aceh 
played in disseminating information about the scale and effects of the disaster to relief agencies at 
a time when many government units could not function and therefore could not provide this 
critical information. The information provided by local communities, in Banda Aceh, expedited 
relief efforts, and more importantly, also established the ground for planning for post-disaster 
recovery and reconstruction (Steinberg 2007).  
As mentioned above, having a wider representation of affected communities in the decision 
making and subsequent phases of post-disaster reconstruction projects appears to be crucial. 
Sponsors of such projects must ensure that a suitable mechanism is put in place to allow for all-
inclusive and effective community participation before reconstruction can be instigated. Attention 
must be paid to ensure that disadvantaged members of the affected community, in particular, any 
marginalised female population, the elderly, and persons with disabilities are well informed and 
properly included in the reconstruction process (Barakat 2003; Snider and Takeda 2008; 
Krishnadas 2007; Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
2006).  
2.2 Community empowerment 
Effective community participation provides a much greater opportunity for affected communities 
to assess their own needs, and reflect on, and negotiate solutions to, potential problems. 
Community empowerment can thus pave the way for effective community involvement (Wiek et 
al. 2010). Empowering communities to participate in the reconstruction process can be highly 
inspiring to the recipient stakeholders of resulting projects and provides an opportunity for 
members to contribute their knowledge and skills. This is made possible when affected 
communities are effectively involved in all stages of the post-disaster reconstruction (Jha et al. 
2010). Whilst effective participation can occur in all stages of the reconstruction life cycle, 
involvement of such participation at the early stages of project design is a crucial requirement for 
successful post-disaster reconstruction. Davidson (2010) points to the existing complex 
relationship between the multiple stakeholders in post-disaster reconstruction and highlights the 
significance of this relationship in all stages of organisational design and in the selection of 
procurement strategies that can best service the reconstruction programme. In the context of post-
disaster reconstruction and disaster management, empowering local communities must not be 
perceived merely as being a technical capacity-building exercise, instead it should be seriously 
accepted as being a norm towards utilising the locally accumulated inter-generational socio-
cultural wisdom. Post-disaster practices must embrace greater involvement of the affected 
communities and local institutions in the process of reconstruction (Allen 2006).  
2.3 Neglecting the needs of community 
So based on the earlier discussion, if more effective participation in reconstruction projects 
produces better outcomes, the antithesis is that neglecting the needs of affected communities can 
produce disappointing results emanating in affected communities refraining from effectively 
engaging in the reconstruction process (Pardasani 2006). A study by Dikmen (2005) revealed that 
hasty decisions made by certain government authorities without properly conducting a 
comprehensive community needs assessment, led to great dissatisfaction with one post-disaster 
housing reconstruction project in Cankiri, Turkey.  
Another example of the adverse affects of excluding communities from participation in post-
disaster reconstruction is the case of Gujarat, India. After the Gujarat earthquake in 2001, a 
contractor-driven method of reconstruction was adopted. This method allowed affected 
communities to have little or no effective involvement in the reconstruction, leading to a great loss 
of people’s history and cultural identity and negative long term psycho-social consequences 
(Barenstein 2010).  
In another Indian case in Cuddalore, there was a perceived negative impact of the poor 
coordination with the local community, together with intense competition among the 
organisations involved in implementing aid due to the large amount of project funding available to 
local and international non-governmental organisations for recovery and reconstruction of the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami-affected Cuddalore coast. In an attempt to secure a space in the 
reconstruction effort, aid organisations offered a diverse range of appealing assets to the affected 
coastal community. The activities in this relief effort were poorly coordinated, failed to be driven 
by community participation, and aid organisations exhibited unawareness of the potential socio-
economical, cultural and environmental impacts and possibly amplified the prevailing tensions in 
an already ethnically sensitive environment (Gauthamadas,Negi and Shyamprasad 2005).  
A more recent example of a problem resulting from a disregard for community participation in 
post-disaster housing reconstruction is the Australian funded housing project “The Alice-Ghan” 
located 30 kilometres north of Kabul, Afghanistan. The intention of this project was to house 
forcibly-deported Afghan refugees back in Afghanistan. All major stakeholders, including the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), CARE International and the Afghan 
Government had their specific roles to play during the early and subsequent stages of the housing 
project; nonetheless, the most crucial stakeholder “the recipient community” was excluded. The 
project outcomes were reported as being unsuccessful, particularly in terms of meeting the socio-
economical and cultural needs of the recipient stakeholders (Kelly 2010).  
Kelly (2010) further reports “Like every resident spoken to, Assadullah Mohammed Yacoub, 48, 
says he is grateful to the Australian government for its assistance but wishes it had asked people 
what they needed instead of building a Western suburb in the middle of the Hindu Kush”.  
2.4 Problems associated with community participation 
Although community participation is acknowledged as being vital for reconstruction projects, it 
may also have a long-term negative impact on community development if the basic principles of 
community participation are neglected. However, a contrary view is expressed in a study of 
community participation by Lizarralde and Massyn (2008),  concluded that the community-based 
approach has had unexpected long lasting negative effects such as low densities, urban 
fragmentation and limited opportunities for economic growth, in the African cities of Netreg, 
Freedom Park and Mfuleni. They (ibid. 2008) argue that the overall performance of low-cost 
housing projects does not necessarily depend on community participation and that some aspects of 
the current perceptions of community participation need revision. 
3. Challenges for effective community participation 
3.1 Political and social pressure  
To have maximum effectiveness, community participation requires adequate time for planning 
and organising, and yet governments tend to refrain from involving communities in reconstruction 
projects as this may slow down the impression that reconstruction is speedily progressing 
(Dikmen 2005). Participation entails involvement from multiple stakeholders, and as such, there is 
a risk of the process being influenced and affected by a particular group (or groups). This is likely 
to be the case when post-disaster reconstruction is implemented in conflict situations where 
government authorities may themselves be involved in the conflict, making community 
participation disputable and less productive (ALNAP 2009) 
3.2 Lack of effective communication and cultural awareness 
Communication with the affected communities in post-disaster reconstruction is the prime 
ingredient for a successful rebuilding process. Effective communication helps raise cultural 
awareness and allows for a sustainable flow of information during the life cycle of reconstruction 
projects. Lack of effective communication and substantial awareness of the local culture may lead 
to poor post-disaster reconstruction outcomes. This is particularly true when reconstruction is to 
be executed in collaboration with international organisations that have limited understanding of 
the local culture. A study conducted by Pardasani (2006) revealed that reconstruction efforts in the 
Maldives, in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, faced many challenges. One such 
challenge was the lack of communication between international aid organisations (e.g.,World 
Bank, Asian Development Bank) and the affected communities. Community needs assessments 
were conducted mainly by external aid organisations that had no substantial knowledge about the 
local culture, which negatively impacted on any effective community participation in the process 
of post-disaster housing reconstruction.  
3.3 Gender imbalance in community participation  
Throughout the whole history of disasters and their aftermaths, the female population has suffered 
far greater losses of life, shelter and livelihood opportunities than the male population and this 
trend is quite likely to continue in the future (Sonak,Pangam and Giriyan 2008; Hamilton and 
Halvorson 2007). One apparent negative connotation of involving women in post-disaster relief, 
recovery and housing reconstruction is that they are generally misconceived as being incapable of 
contributing to the actual reconstruction effort. Therefore, and as a result of such prevailing 
prejudice, their potential for effective participation is often disregarded (Ariyabandu 2009; 
Merilyn 2006; UNDP 2010). Several case studies highlight that the present attitudinal and 
operational mindset towards post-disaster programming must change to allow for greater and 
more effective women’s’ participation in recovery and reconstruction (Yonder,Akçar and Gopalan 
2009). A study of the post-tsunami recovery in both Sri Lanka and Indonesia revealed that 
recovery efforts were largely focused on reviving men’s livelihood needs (e.g. boats, tools and 
nets), however, the needs of the affected female population (e.g., sufficient space in the house to 
manufacture saleable products such as handicrafts) were largely ignored. Thus the delays in 
housing reconstruction led directly to delays in restoration of the livelihood needs of women in 
particular (Christoplos 2006). 
4. Conclusions 
The extant literature and previous research clearly indicates that effective community participation 
is a major key to success in post-disaster reconstruction. Affected communities have the 
knowledge crucial for designing successful reconstruction projects and they also have a very 
specific role to play in all stages of post-disaster housing reconstruction and their participation 
ultimately determines project success. Davidson et al. (2007) and Barenstein (2010) state that the 
wider international community broadly appreciates and supports the value of community 
participation, however, the knowledge to effectively apply these principles at the project level is 
very limited. The lack of knowledge often results in reconstruction practices moving far away 
from the extant policies of governments and the theories for effective processes and management. 
The undesirable and unfortunately systematic unsuccessful outcomes of many post-disaster 
housing projects and their failure to effectively engage affected communities in all phases of post-
disaster housing reconstruction necessitates further study in this area. The next step of the larger 
research study will include designing a suitable research methodology and conceptual framework 
for collecting and analysing empirical data from the field.  
 
 
 
References 
Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP). 
2009. Factors affecting participation in humanitarian responses. Participation handbook for 
humanitarian field workers. http://www.alnap.org/resources/guides/participation.aspx 
(accessed December 05, 2010). 
 
Allen, K. M. 2006. Community-based disaster preparedness and climate adaptation: local capacity-
building in the Philippines. Disasters 30 (1):81-101. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9523.2006.00308.x. 
 
Ariyabandu, M. M. 2009. Sex, gender and gender relations in disasters. In Women, gender and 
disaster global issues and Initiatives, eds. E. Enarson and P. G. D. Chakrabarti, 1 online 
resource (399 p.). New Delhi: SAGE India. 
http://www.qut.eblib.com.au/EBLWeb/patron?target=patron&extendedid=P_488121_0& 
(accessed December 17, 2010). 
 
Barakat, S. 2003. Housing reconstruction after conflict and disaster. Humanitarian Policy Group, 
Network Papers 43:1-40. http://www.odihpn.org/documents/networkpaper043.pdf (accessed 
September 20, 2010). 
 
Barenstein, J. 2010. Who governs reconstruction? Changes and continuity in policies, practices and 
outcomes. In Rebuilding after disasters from emergency to sustainability, eds. G. Lizarralde, 
C. Johnson and C. H. Davidson, ix, 283 p. London ; New York Spon Press. 
http://www.qut.eblib.com.au/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=446574 (accessed December 12, 
2010). 
 
Christoplos, I. 2006. Links between relief, rehabilitation and development in the tsunami response: A 
synthesis of initial findings. ODI, Tsunami Evaluation Coalition (accessed November 15, 
2010). 
 
Davidson, C. H. 2010. Multi-actor arrangements and project management. In Rebuilding after 
disasters: From emergency to sustainability, eds. G. Lizarralde, C. Johnson and C. H. 
Davidson. New York: Spon Press. 
 
Davidson, C. H., C. Johnson, G. Lizarralde, N. Dikmen and A. Sliwinski. 2007. Truths and myths 
about community participation in post-disaster housing projects. Habitat International 31 
(1):100-115. http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/B6V9H-4M6SB59-
1/2/27c01aa19874c6a653624f4a463381fb (accessed August 20, 2010). 
 
Dikmen, N. 2005. A provision model and design guidelines for permanent post-disaster housing in 
rural areas of turkey based on an analysis of reconstruction projects in çankiri. PhD, Middle 
East Technical Univeristy http://traditional-is-modern.com/GUESTS/06-
NeseDikemen/NeseDikmen_PhDThesis.pdf (accessed September 8, 2010). 
 
Gaillard, J. C. and P. Texier. 2010. Religions, natural hazards, and disasters: An introduction. Religion 
40 (2):81-84. http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/B6WWN-4YGHK8H-
1/2/91b2bc41f3be1b58ac1ec07066f66853. 
 
Ganapati, N. and S. Ganapati. 2009. Enabling participatory planning after disasters:A case study of 
the World Bank's housing reconstruction in Turkey. Journal of the American Planning 
Association 75 (1):41-59. 
http://pdfserve.informaworld.com/65184_751316001_906045231.pdf (accessed September 
05, 2010). 
 
Gauthamadas, U., E. Negi and K. Shyamprasad. 2005. Social transformation of the tsunami affected 
fishing community: The concept and the need. 
http://zunia.org/uploads/media/knowledge/Social%20Transformation.pdf (accessed 
September 13, 2010). 
 
Geis, D. 2000. By design: The disaster resistant and quality-of-life community. Natural Hazards 
Review 1 (3):151-160. http://collaborate.extension.org/mediawiki/files/1/1b/Geis-_Design-
_DRC_and_quality_of_life_2.pdf (accessed September 27, 2010). 
 
Hamilton, J. P. and S. J. Halvorson. 2007. Vulnerability and the erosion of seismic culture in 
mountainous Central Asia. Mountain Research and Development 27 (4):322-330. 
http://www.emeraldinsight.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/journals.htm?articleid=850514&sho
w=html (accessed January 24, 2011). 
 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and International 
Community of the Red Cross (ICRC). 1994. The code of conduct for the International Red 
Cross and Red rescent movement and NGOs in disaster relief. 
http://www.ifrc.org/publicat/conduct/ (accessed October 4, 2010). 
 
Jha, A., B. Jennifer Duyne, P. Daniel and S. Stephen. 2010. Safer homes, stronger communities : a 
handbook for reconstructing after natural disasters. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
 
Kaklauskas, A., D. Amaratunga and R. Haigh. 2009. Knowledge model for post-disaster management. 
International journal of strategic property management 13 (2):117. 
http://gateway.library.qut.edu.au/login?url=http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=174369927
1&Fmt=7&clientId=14394&RQT=309&VName=PQD (accessed September 16, 2010). 
 
Kelly, J. 2010. Afghan project failing in a town called AliceGhan. The Australian. June 15, 2010 
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/afghan-project-failing-in-a-town-called-
aliceghan/story-e6frg6nf-1225879656418 (accessed September 14, 2010). 
 
Krishnadas, J. 2007. Identities in reconstruction: From rights of recognition to reflection in post-
disaster reconstruction processes. Feminist Legal Studies 15 (2):137-165. 
http://www.springerlink.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/content/3q6207t6r5667t14/fulltext.pdf 
(accessed November 18, 2010). 
 
Lawther, P. 2009. Community involvement in post disaster re-construction - Case study of the British 
Red Cross Maldives recovery program International Journal of Strategic Property 
Management 13 (2):153. 
http://gateway.library.qut.edu.au/login?url=http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=174369930
1&Fmt=7&clientId=14394&RQT=309&VName=PQD (accessed August 15, 2010). 
 
Lizarralde, G. and M. Massyn. 2008. Unexpected negative outcomes of community participation in 
low-cost housing projects in South Africa. Habitat International 32 (1):1-14. 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/B6V9H-4PB15WV-
1/2/f47c30258a49c18187a9a2877b716cba (accessed August 27, 2010). 
 
Lyons, M. 2009. Building back better: The large-scale impact of small-scale approaches to 
reconstruction. World Development 37 (2):385-398. 
http://gateway.library.qut.edu.au/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tru
e&db=afh&AN=36105597&site=ehost-live (accessed November 12, 2010). 
 
Merilyn, C. 2006. Not through women's eyes: photo-essays and the construction of a gendered 
tsunami disaster. Disaster Prevention and Management 15 (1):202-212. 
http://www.emeraldinsight.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/journals.htm?articleid=1545816&sh
ow=abstract& (accessed January 22, 2011). 
 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 2006. The UNHCR tool 
for participatory assessment in operations. http://www.unhcr.org/450e91c14.html. 
 
Pardasani, M. 2006. Tsunami reconstruction and redevelopment in the Maldives. Disaster Prevention 
and Management 15 (1):79-91. 
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/journals.htm?articleid=1545807&show=pdf (accessed 
September 17, 2010). 
 
Pomeroy, R. S., B. D. Ratner, S. J. Hall, J. Pimoljinda and V. Vivekanandan. 2006. Coping with 
disaster: Rehabilitating coastal livelihoods and communities. Marine Policy 30 (6):786-793. 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/B6VCD-4JMVJ07-
1/2/01f5dac9fc0597c186a715b5c549b31d (accessed August 26, 2010). 
 
Snider, H. and N. Takeda. 2008. Design for all: Implications for bank operations:53. 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/Universal_Design.pdf (accessed 
August 15, 2010). 
 
Sonak, S., P. Pangam and A. Giriyan. 2008. Green reconstruction of the tsunami-affected areas in 
India using the integrated coastal zone management concept. Journal of Environmental 
Management 89 (1):14-23. http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/B6WJ7-4NWN3F0-
1/2/4265753a2350c342f237c524b7f9f231. 
 
Steinberg, F. 2007. Housing reconstruction and rehabilitation in Aceh and Nias, Indonesia--
Rebuilding lives. Habitat International 31 (1):150-166. 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/B6V9H-4N0XN7T-
1/2/a28e92ad63f31cda9ada4e54ef8b9299 (accessed October 12, 2010). 
 
United Nations Development Program UNDP. 2010. Women mending the social fabric.(NATURAL 
DISASTERS). Women's health journal 2010 (1):19. 
http://www.reddesalud.org/administrador/files/arc/revistain/11116804234c2792fc571f9.pdf 
(accessed December 15, 2010). 
 
United Nations Office of the Disaster Relief Co-ordinator (UNDRO). 1982. Shelter after disaster: 
Guidelines for assistance. http://cidbimena.desastres.hn/docum/crid/Septiembre-
Octubre2005/CD-1/pdf/eng/doc3968/doc3968.htm (accessed September 10, 2010). 
 
Wiek, A., R. Ries, L. Thabrew, K. Brundiers and A. Wickramasinghe. 2010. Challenges of 
sustainable recovery processes in tsunami affected communities. Disaster Prevention and 
Management 19 (4):423-437. 
http://www.emeraldinsight.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/journals.htm?articleid=1881341&sh
ow=abstract (accessed January 07, 2011). 
 
Yonder, A., S. Akçar and P. Gopalan. 2009. Women’s participation in disaster relief and recovery. In 
Women, gender and disaster global issues and Initiatives, eds. E. Enarson and P. G. D. 
Chakrabarti, 1 online resource (399 p.). New Delhi: SAGE India. 
http://www.qut.eblib.com.au/EBLWeb/patron?target=patron&extendedid=P_488121_0& 
(accessed December 17, 2010). 
 
 
 
